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2 A Siudent’s Guide to History

photographs or listen to the stories our grandparents tell.
Historians, however, make a serious and systematic study of
the past and attempt to use the knowledge they gain to help
explain human nature and contemporary affairs. Professional
historians spend their lives pursuing the meaning of the past
for the present. To amateurs, historical research is like a hobby,
but their occasional journeys into the past may contribute to
the store of human knowledge and can greatly influence their
own lives. Your study and research as a student qualifies you
as an amateur historian. Your study of the past is part of the

same search for knowledge carried on generation after genera-
tion.

What History Can Tell You

Everything that exists in the present has come out of the
past, and no matter how new and unique it sesms to be, it
carries some of the past with it. The latest hit recording by

the newest group is the result of the evolution of that group’s .

musical style and of the trends in music and society that have
influenced them. Perhaps their style developed from earlier
sock styles associnted with the Beatles, or perhaps they are
taking off from even older folk themes used by Bob Dylan.
Well, Dylan was influenced by Woodie Guthrie, who wrote
his songs in the 1630s and whose music grew out of his contact
with the heritage of American folk music from the ninsteenth
century, which in turn had come in great measure from cariler
music in England and Scotland, some of which has its origins
in the Middle Ages. So you can see that the bouse of the
present is filled with windows into the past.

The car you ride in, although it may have been designed only
# few yescs ago, carries within it the basic components of the
“horseless carriage” of the turn of the century. Your car works
because people who knew how to make carriages, bicycles, and
engines put their ideas together in 2 new way. The knowledge
necessary to make the carrfages and bicycles came in turm
from earlier inventions. Some, like -2 wheel, go back intc the
antiovity ol Guffia nistory,

Everything has a-history. At least part of the answer to any
question about the contemporary world can come from study-
ing the circumstances that led up to it. The problem is to find
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those past events, forces, arrangements, ideas, or facts that
had the greatest influence on the present subject you have
questions about. The more you understand about these past
influences, the more you will know about the present subject
to which they are related.

History and the Eceryday World

Most of us are curious, Children are always asking their
parents the “why” of things. When we grow up we continue
to ask questions because we retain our fascination with the
mysteriousness and complexity of the werld. Because every-
thing has a history, most questions can be answered, at least
in part, by historical investigation.

What are some of the things about which you are curious?
Have you ever wondered why women's skirts in old movies
are so long, or why Frenchmen often embrace one another
whereas Englishmen almost never do? Perhaps you have won-
dered how the Kennedy or Rockefeller families came to be
rich, or why the Japanese attacked Pear]l Harbor. Have you
thought about why most of the peoples of southern Europe
are Catholic whereas most northern Eurcpeans are not? Many
oriental peoples bow when they greet one another; we shake
hands. The questions could go on forever; all the answers are
written somewhere in the record of the past

The record of the past is not only contained in musty vol-
umes on library shelves; it is-all around us in museums, his-
torical preservations, and the antique furnishings and utensils
contained in almost every houschold. Our minds are living
museums because the ideas we hold (for example, democracy,
freedom, equality, competitiveness) have come down to us
by way of a long historical journey. Though we are usually
unaware of it, the past is always with us. Because history is
literally at our fingertips, we can travel back into it without
difficulty.

A Briej Journey info the Past

If you have ever driven any distance, you have probably
ridden over a system of very modern superhighways with high
speed limits and no cross traffic or stoplights. This national
highway network, buiit within the last fifteen years, connects
all the major United States cities and is known as the inter-
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8 A Siudent’s Cuide 20 History

stainway that was rebuilt in 1894, and the fireplace in the main
bedroom upstairs, which was put in about 1878, the year the
house was built. Perhaps the old Bible on the table near the
bed notes the year the family came to the United States, and
the dates in the early nineteenth century when the parents
of the immigrants who built the house were born.

The story could go on forever, although the evidence would
become slimmer and slimmer. You could find out from county
records who owned the land before the house was built, going
back perhaps to the time when the people who lived on the
land were red, not white. In distance you may have traveled
only ten or twenty miles from the interstate highway and it
may have taken you less than an hour, but by looking for the
signs of the past in the present, you have traveled & hundred
" yon tirk a5 sty

1f you think and study about the e of tima between the
old farmhouse on the country SmM»MMMm the gleaming service
station by the interstete, you may come to understand some
of the social, political, and economic forces that moved events
away from the old wooden porch and sent them speeding down
the interstate highway. The more you know about this process,
the more you will learn about the times when the farmhouse
wes new and the more you will understand how the interstate
highway came about, what you sre doing riding on it, and into
what kind of & future you may be heading.

Historians don't usually wander into history in such a casual
fashion. They have to be trained in their methods of investiga-
don and analysis. As an introduction to your own historical
research and study, the next section will describe some of the
tosls employed by historians in their exumination of the rec-
oriig of the past .

How Historlans Work :

Like you, historians are challenged by the complexity .of
the world, and many want to use their studies of the past to
helo solve the problems of the present. The questions that can
come to mind are numberless, and serious historical investiga-
tors must choose wisely among them. They do not want to
spend a Jot of effort pursuing the kind of question to which
hiztory has no answer (for example, “What is the purpose of

& Sr e
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the Universe?” “"Am I a lovable person?” “Who is the smartest
person’ in ‘the world?”). Nor do they want %o struggle to
achieve the solution to & problem that is not of real importance.
{ Historical investigation can probably tell you who wore the
first pair of pants with 2 zipper in it, but that might not be
worth knowing.) The main difficulty facing historians is not
eliminating unanswerable or unimportant questions, but choos-
ing among the important ones.

A historian’s choice among important questions is deter-
mined by personal values, by the concerns of those who sup-
port the historien's work, by the nature of the time in which
the historian lives, or by a combination of all of these. The
ways in which these influences operate are very complex, and
often historians themselves are unaware of them.

Historians investigate the questions they choose to study in
many ways. Their particular approach depends on their aca-
demic training and their belief about which aspects of human
nature and the human environment gre most important o an
understanding of their subject. Traditionally, historians have
been divided into those who saw social, cultural, intellectual,
political, diplomatic, economic, or psychological matters as
central to answering the question: being investigated. The social
historian investigates the development of human groups and
communities and their interaction with the larger society in
which they emerge. The cultural and intellectual historian
desls with the medning of ideas and attitudes and their effect
upon social changes. The political historian focuses on the
operation and acts of governments, parties, and institutions,
whereas diplomatic historians deal with relstions betwszen
governments. The economic historian studies developments in
technology, production, consumption, and the division of
wealth. Most recently, a group known as psychohistorians have
centered their investigations on the emotional development of
ipdividuals and families.! , .

When the historian has chosen his or her subject, many

1 Historians also have been divided sccording to their particular
philosophies of history. These are complex systems that try to ex-
plain the larger course and meaning of history. If you wish to look
into this questicn, seek advice from your instructor.
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might be the result of investigation. If the evidence does not
appear to support the conclusion, however, then the historian
must either change that conclusion or seek other evidencs to
suppost it .

Once a historian is satisfed that research has uncovered
sufficient evidence to support a particular conclusion, then he
or she works to display the evidence in a manner that will
clearly show that the conclusion drawn is a proper one. If any
evidence that leads to other conclusions is uncovered, the hig-
torian has a responsibility to include it. In doing so, he or she
must show how the supporting evidence is stronger than the
nonsupporting evidence. There are many ways of organizing
evidence in support of & conclusion. The historian’s arguments
in favor of a particular conclusion must be strong and con-
viucing, aad the logic of these arguments must not be faulty.

Recently, in an effort to eliminate error, bias, and faulity
logic as much as possible, some historians have turned to tech-
niques from mathematics and science to handie historical

evidence end test conclusions. These historians prefer to deal *

with quantitative or uniform data that are easily comparsble
and that can beinterpreted by mathematical formulas. Such
researchers often use computers to analyze their data. They
question historical findings involving opinion and judgment
and look to types of evidence (usually statistical) that can
test the more intuitive conclusions of other historians. The
kinds of problems they deal with are usually narrow, and they
have to be well trained in techniques of statistical analysis.

Their -tests of evidence are sophisticated and are becoming -

trore $o0. The extent to which the study of history can or should
become “sclentific® is an important current debate smong
historians. (For some sources on quantitative historical data
see Appendix A, section 8.) . .o
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